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Against All Odds:
Facilitating Research on the First Black Legislators in Mississippi
DeeDee Baldwin, Mississippi State University Libraries
ABSTRACT

DEVELOPMENT OF FURTHER PROJECTS

Researched and maintained by the history librarian at Mississippi State University (MSU) Libraries, “Against All
Odds” (https://much-ado.net/legislators/) is a digital humanities project that provides biographical information,
photographs, excerpts from primary and secondary sources, and over 900 newspaper clippings documenting the
lives and careers of the first African American men to serve in Mississippi's legislature during and just after
Reconstruction. Because information on most of these men is so difficult to find, the site is designed to facilitate
research by historians, librarians, students, and family historians alike. It has resulted in a presentation for the
Mississippi Department of Archives and History, a mirror site on the MSU library's digital exhibits page, inclusion
in the Digital Black History directory, and a number of emails from descendants of some of the legislators
documented. “Against All Odds” is an example of how librarians and archivists can launch digital humanities
projects as a proactive way to address archival gaps that hinder research on African Americans and other
historically silenced or overlooked groups.

> Omeka digital exhibit as mirror site hosted by Mississippi State University Libraries

> Wikidata entries for every legislator, excluding a handful that already existed

ELEMENTS OF THE WEBSITE

Photographs from composite portraits of
the Mississippi legislature, public domain
books, and other sources

Newspaper clippings and documents,
all fully transcribed and cross-linked to
the legislators mentioned

Just over 150 Black men served as state or national legislators for Mississippi from 18701894. A few, such as Hiram Revels and John R. Lynch, are relatively well-known and welldocumented. Others faded into such obscurity that I am still unable to find any
information about them at all. I created “Against All Odds” out of personal interest in the
subject matter, a desire to pay tribute to these trail-blazing men, and a perception of the
difficulty in finding information about most of them. The site is run on the free blogging
software Wordpress and utilizes subscriptions to Ancestry.com, Newspapers.com,
GenealogyBank.com, and NewspaperArchive.com, along with free websites such as
Chronicling America and FamilySearch. Because the cost of subscription sites can be so
prohibitive, and because many people do not know how to search them thoroughly or
effectively, “Against All Odds” meets an accessibility need in addition to an information
need. The site is an ongoing project for which I continue to do research and add
information.

> Library of Congress authority records, assisted by metadata librarian Lauren Geiger (in progress)

Biographical information

Links to available online resources

Excerpted passages from primary and
secondary sources

Librarians and archivists in search of research projects should consider identifying
information gaps in their local/state/regional holdings—particularly in relation to
marginalized and under-represented groups—and developing digital humanities initiatives
to address those gaps. There are many free and low-cost options for both site hosting and
digital humanities tools. Many academic libraries also have subscriptions to Omeka, which
is an ideal platform for projects like this. Such pro-active approaches to bringing these
stories to light can add an exciting new dimension to our typical role as information
mediators.
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